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Adopted?	 Benefits	 Limitations/risks	 Organisational	 Environment	
A	
(Small)	
Yes		
(cloud-based	SaaS)	
Flexibility	(support	
business	process)	
		 Owner’s	IT	expertise	
Access	to	IT	expertise	
Prior	IS	arrangement	
Firm	size	
Vendor	support	
Ecosystem	(linkage	
w/	clients’	products)	
B	
(Medium)	
No	(in-house	server)	 None	(no	incremental	
features)	
Lack	of	features	 Firm	size	(too	large)	 None	
C	
(Small)	
Yes		
(cloud-based	SaaS)	
Disaster	recovery	
Reduced	maintenance	
Security	
Cost	(no	additional	
investment	in	IT	
infrastructure)	
Dependency	on	internet	
access	
Firm	size	 Vendor	pressure	
(changing	product	
offering)	
D	
(Medium)	
No		
(non-cloud	
Cost	
Reduction	of	maintenance	
		 Firm	size	(too	large)	
Existing	IT	outsource	
None.	
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outsourcing)	 Flexibility	(remote	access)	
Security/	Disaster	
recovery	
Physical	location	of	cloud	
server	
arrangement	
E	
(Large)	
No		
(IT	via	HQ)	
n/a	 n/a	 Firm	size	(too	large)	
Organisational	Structure	
Other	branches	
F	
(Small)	
No		
(abandoned	cloud-
based	SaaS)	
Disaster	recovery	 Under-delivery	of	features	
(hype)	
Network	access	
Destruction	of	existing	
IT	infrastructure	
Migration	costs	
Relationship	with	
vendor	
Omicron	
(n/a)	
	 Cost	(eliminates	need	for	
hardware	upgrade)	
Lower	maintenance	
Disaster	recovery	
Security	
Firm	size	 Vendor	support	 		
Table	8-2:	Summarised	findings	for	cloud	as	practice	manager.	Italic	indicates	a	factor	that	inhibited	adoption.	
	
87	
8.2.1 Perceived	Benefits	and	Risks	
In	terms	of	cloud-based	systems,	the	Christchurch	earthquake	played	a	crucial	role	in	
supporting	cloud	computing,	by	raising	the	awareness	for	remote	backup	and	disaster	
recovery.	Otherwise,	the	reduction	of	cost	and	maintenance	is	an	important	factor	for	
accounting	firms	to	migrate	practice	management	systems	into	the	cloud.	However,	the	
quality	of	internet	access	represents	a	major	obstacle	to	cloud-based	practice	management	
systems	before	it	could	warrant	any	proper	attention	from	the	firms.	
The	strongest	motivation	for	migrating	cloud	is	the	Christchurch	earthquake	that	occurred	
between	2010	and	2011.	Firms	C,	D,	F	and	Provider	Omicron	expressed	that	disaster	
recovery	was	an	important	consideration	when	a	firm	selects	how	its	practice	management	
system	is	to	be	hosted.	As	many	Christchurch	businesses	were	locked	out	of	their	office	for	
extended	period	of	time	after	the	earthquake	(hence,	causing	major	disruptions	to	their	
business),	disaster	recovery	and	business	continuation	became	a	highly	salient	issue.	For	
businesses	that	have	limited	IT	expertise	and	resources,	cloud	computing	provides	a	highly	
cost-effective	method	to	achieve	remote	backup.		
Aside	from	disaster	recovery,	the	other	factor	for	cloud-based	practice	management	is	the	
reduction	in	cost	and	maintenance.	Because	software	is	updated	periodically,	the	user	has	
to	incur	costs	to	obtain	new	software	licenses	and	upgrade	the	server’s	hardware	capacity.	
In	addition,	applying	the	software	updates	creates	server	downtime	and	disrupts	the	
business’	normal	operation.	These	activities	created	additional	administrative	burden	for	
Firm	C.	In	comparison,	cloud-based	software	simplifies	this	process	significantly,	as	software	
updates	are	completed	without	the	need	for	intervention	on	the	end	user’s	side,	and	are	
usually	scheduled	during	non-business	hours	to	minimise	disruption.	Cloud-based	
applications	also	relieve	users	from	upgrading	their	hardware,	as	the	hardware	capacity	is	
maintained	by	the	cloud	providers.	
For	the	majority	of	the	firms,	flexibility	was	not	found	to	be	a	major	driver	of	adoption.	The	
reason	is	that	data	in	the	practice	management	software	are	not	usually	shared	with	the	
clients,	and	generally	require	no	rapid	changes	in	computing	resource.	However,	Firm	A	is	a	
notable	exception.	Because	Firm	A	outsources	their	bookkeeping	process	to	a	third	party,	
this	creates	a	need	for	data	exchange	between	the	bookkeepers	and	the	accountants.
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Similar	to	the	“one	ledger”	system	cloud	for	client	service,	adopting	cloud-based	practice	
management	system	improves	inter-firm	communication	and	collaboration.		
In	terms	of	risks,	Firms	C	and	F	identified	the	network	access	to	be	a	major	issue.	Since	cloud	
computing	relies	solely	on	the	internet	for	data	transmission,	the	availability	and	the	quality	
of	network	access	is	critical.	The	implication	of	losing	internet	access	is	particularly	severe	
for	cloud-based	practice	management	systems,	as	the	accounting	firm	is	effectively	
immobilised	without	access	to	its	practice	manager.	Firm	C	believed	that	adopting	cloud	
computing	invariably	makes	their	firm	more	reliant	on	the	telecommunication	company	to	
maintain	the	internet	connection.	Firm	F’s	experience	was	more	negative,	as	the	cloud-
based	practice	management	system	did	not	have	sufficient	server	capacity	to	handle	the	
large	volume	of	data	transmission.		
	
8.2.2 Organisational	
It	appears	that	smaller	firms	tend	to	be	more	interested	in	cloud-based	practice	
management	systems.	However,	cloud-based	practice	management	systems	face	
competition	from	a	firm’s	existing	IT	infrastructure,	including	any	existing	outsourcing	
arrangements.	In	the	absence	of	strong	perceived	benefits,	it	is	unlikely	that	cloud-based	
practice	management	systems	would	improve	its	position	in	the	market.	
Firms	A,	C	and	F	were	the	only	firms	that	had	considered	and	adopted	cloud-based	practice	
management	systems.	This	is	consistent	with	Yazn	et	al.	(2013),	who	suggested	that	micro	
firms	are	the	most	likely	to	adopt	cloud	computing	due	to	their	flexibility.	However,	the	firm	
size	effect	is	found	to	be	driven	by	two	factors.	The	first	factor	is	that	larger	firms	have	more	
stringent	requirements	in	terms	of	the	complexity	of	the	system.	In	this	case,	the	firm	size	
would	not	be	a	factor	if	the	cloud-based	product	cannot	cater	to	the	firm’s	needs	in	the	first	
place.	Firms	B	and	D	had	clearly	stated	that	cloud-based	software	was	rejected	because	they	
lacked	the	features,	customisability	or	sophistication	that	is	appropriate	for	their	needs.	In	
addition,	Firm	F’s	negative	experience	with	network	access	and	server	load	of	cloud-based	
software	suggests	that	cloud-based	offerings	are,	in	fact,	inadequate	for	most	but	the	
smallest	firms	and/or	non-mission	critical	processes.	
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The	second	factor	relates	to	the	presence	of	existing	information	systems.	Firms	are	more	
likely	to	switch	when	their	existing	information	system	is	not	functional.	In	this	case,	
however,	it	would	appear	that	existing	information	system	may	be	used	as	a	benchmark,	
against	which	the	perceived	benefits	and	risks	of	a	new	system	is	evaluated	based	on.	In	the	
case	of	Firm	F,	because	its	existing	server	was	lost	during	the	earthquake,	the	benefits	
pertaining	the	lack	of	initial	investment	(low	migration	cost)	and	rapid	deployment	were	
particularly	relevant	to	their	situation.	The	interviewee	for	Firm	F	also	confirmed	that,	had	it	
was	not	for	the	earthquake,	they	would	not	have	considered	adopting	cloud.		
Conversely,	the	presence	of	a	functional	information	system	can	be	an	obstacle	to	adopting	
cloud-based	practice	management	system.	This	is	particularly	relevant	to	Firm	D,	who	had	
outsourced	its	IT	infrastructure	to	a	local	IT	provider.	The	outsourcing	arrangement	provided	
nearly	all	of	the	benefits	that	a	cloud-based	practice	manager	usually	offers,	including	
minimal	system	and	software	maintenance,	accessible	remotely	via	the	internet,	and	
physical	safety	of	the	assets	without	an	appreciable	increase	in	cost.	Moreover,	outsourcing	
provided	an	additional	benefit	of	knowing	the	physical	location	where	data	is	stored.	Also	
known	as	geo-restriction,	the	knowledge	of	data	location	provides	greater	certainty	to	the	
users	regarding	the	physical	security	of	the	data,	and	eliminates	any	possible	legal	disputes	
relating	to	the	jurisdiction	of	data	(Yazn	et	al.,	2013).	
	
8.2.3 Environment	
Software	vendor	is	the	dominating,	if	not	the	exclusive,	source	of	external	influence	on	
cloud-based	practice	management	system.	The	influence	takes	place	as	either	pressure	(as	
with	Firm	C)	or	incentive	(as	with	Firms	A	and	F).	
In	Firms	A	and	F’s	case,	the	adoption	of	WorkflowMax	was	due	to	their	relationship	with	
Xero.	WorkflowMax	and	Xero	belonged	in	the	same	ecosystem,	as	the	two	were	designed	to	
integrate	with	each	other	seamlessly,	and	that	Xero	had	considerable	stake	in	WorkflowMax	
(Xero	and	WorkflowMax	merged	in	2013).	Since	both	Firm	A	and	Firm	F	had	adopted	Xero	
relatively	early	and	had	promoted	it	to	their	clients	for	a	relatively	long	period	of	time,	the	
accountants	had	developed	a	close	working	relationship	with	Xero.	This	additional	layer	of	
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relationship	made	it	easier	for	the	vendor	to	recommend	WorkflowMax	to	the	accountants,	
and	to	integrate	it	into	their	Xero-oriented	business	model.	
On	the	other	hand,	Firm	C’s	decision	to	adopt	was	primarily	due	to	pressure	from	the	
software	vendors.	MYOB	exerted	its	pressure	by	the	vendor	dropping	support	for	the	older	
versions	of	their	product,	which	led	to	the	necessity	to	replace	the	system.	The	lack	of	
feasible	desktop-based	practice	management	system	left	Firm	C	with	no	choice	but	to	adopt	
a	cloud-based	substitute.	Because	Firm	C	had	retrospectively	evaluated	the	benefits	of	
cloud-based	software	and	deemed	it	worthwhile,	it	is	difficult	to	postulate	whether	the	
interviewees	would	have	chosen	cloud-based	systems	at	all	if	a	non-cloud	option	existed	at	
the	time	of	decision.	
The	firms	clients	and	competitors	did	not	exert	any	pressure	over	the	adoption	of	cloud-
based	practice	management	system,	due	to	the	fact	that	such	system	is	not	usually	visible	to	
outsiders.	However,	Firm	C	mentioned	that	most	of	its	local	competitors	have	adopted	
cloud-based	practice	management	systems	within	the	last	12	months	(2013-2014).	It	is	
possible	that	the	adoption	of	cloud-based	software	also	partially	reflected	Firm	C’s	desire	to	
act	consistently	with	its	peers,	or	the	fact	that	others’	actions	provide	a	reassurance	
regarding	the	feasibility	of	cloud-based	software.		
	
	 	
91	
 
The	results	indicated	a	strong	distinction	in	the	adoption	pattern	between	cloud-based	
software	for	clients’	use	and	for	accounting	firm’s	own	use.	While	all	of	the	six	firms	are	
offering	some	form	of	cloud-based	accounting	software	to	their	clients,	only	two	firms	have	
implemented	their	practice	management	over	the	cloud.		
Drawing	on	additional	theoretical	perspectives,	this	chapter	evaluates	the	factors	that	led	to	
the	adoption	of	cloud	computing	by	the	accounting	firms.	The	first	section	re-examines	the	
roles	that	cloud	computing	play	in	the	accounting	industry.	This	is	followed	by	a	comparison	
of	the	ways	that	cloud-based	software	contribute	(or	failed	to	contribute)	to	the	firms’	core	
competencies	against	the	relevant	literature,	through	generating	a	competitive	advantage	
or	better	efficiency.	Finally,	the	fourth	section	discusses	the	likely	implications	of	cloud	
computing	for	accountants	in	light	of	the	recent	popularity.	
	
 The	Roles	of	Cloud	Computing	
Although	“cloud	computing”	can	mean	either	accounting	software	offered	to	clients	or	
accountants’	own	practice	management	system,	the	two	types	of	cloud-based	systems	are	
intended	to	serve	in	very	different	environments	and	purposes.	Client-oriented	cloud	
software	is	externally	focused	application	that	clients	interact	with	directly,	and	acts	as	a	key	
collaboration	tool	between	the	accountant	and	the	client.	Practice	management	systems,	
on	the	other	hand,	handle	activities	such	as	timesheets	and	job	tracking.	These	activities	
relate	to	the	internal	process	of	an	accounting	firm,	and	are	not	visible	to	clients.	
This	difference	is	perhaps	more	clearly	illustrated	by	the	use	of	Porter’s	Value	Chain	
Framework	(Porter,	1985).	For	all	case	firms	in	this	study,	cloud-based	accounting	software	
like	Xero	are	a	part	of	the	accountants’	primary	activity,	since	they	improve	the	quality	of	
the	accountancy	services	provided	to	the	clients.	In	comparison,	the	system	of	how	
accountants	keep	track	of	their	clients,	manage	the	staff	and	maintain	IT	infrastructure	can	
be	regarded	as	support	activities,	as	practice	management	systems	are	designed	to	improve	
the	internal	efficiency	of	the	accounting	firm.		
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9.1.1 Interorganisational	Nature	of	Cloud	Computing	
Cloud-based	accounting	software	like	Xero	strongly	resembles	an	interorganisational	system.	
Since	the	Iacovou	et	al.	(1995)	model	was	originally	developed	to	study	EDI,	which	was	a	
subset	of	interorganisational	systems,	the	model	explicitly	takes	into	account	the	effects	of	
the	firm’s	trading	partners	has	on	a	firm’s	decision	to	adopt,	and	the	subsequent	use	of	the	
system.	While	service	firms	like	accountants	do	not	necessarily	have	the	level	of	supply	
chain	complexity	compared	to	manufacturers,	it	nevertheless	provides	an	important	
perspective	in	evaluating	why	cloud-based	software	is	as	popular	as	they	are,	and	what	
effect	it	would	have	on	the	accounting	industry	as	a	whole.	
An	interorganisational	system	is	defined	as	“an	automated	information	system	shared	by	
two	or	more	companies…	that	facilitates	the	creation,	storage,	transformation	and	
transmission	of	information”	(Johnston	&	Vitale,	1988,	p.	154).	An	interorganisational	
system	is	distinguished	from	conventional	forms	of	information	systems,	in	that	information	
within	the	system	is	intended	to	be	shared	with	one	or	more	external	organisations	in	the	
supply	chain,	and	that	such	system	provides	benefits	to	all	participants	in	the	supply	chain.		
Based	on	the	observations,	cloud-based	accounting	software	distributes	benefits	between	
the	adopting	accountant	and	its	clients	in	a	manner	that	is	consistent	with	an	
interorganisational	system.	A	key	difference	between	this	study	and	the	previous	studies	on	
the	adoption	of	cloud	computing	is	that,	while	previous	studies	tend	to	focus	on	the	
benefits	realised	by	the	adopter	firm,	the	reasoning	of	the	interviewees	in	the	current	study	
for	adopting	cloud-based	accounting	software	are	client-driven.	In	other	words,	the	cloud-
based	software	are	adopted	primarily	with	the	intention	to	provide	greater	benefits	to	the	
clients,	even	though	factors	like	easier	to	use	have	little	relevance	to	the	accountants	(Firm	
A).	Similarly,	communication	and	collaboration	benefits	both	accountants	and	the	clients,	
and	was	most	frequently	identified.	
	
9.1.2 Practice	Management	Systems	as	ERP	
The	characteristics	of	an	accountant’s	practice	management	system	can	be	compared	to	
that	of	an	enterprise	resource	planning	(ERP)	system.	ERP	systems	are	designed	to	support	
all	processes	within	a	business	by	providing	a	comprehensive	function	set	and	organisation-
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wide	information	sharing	(Peng	&	Gala,	2014).	Examining	the	most	popular	offerings	of	
cloud-based	practice	management	systems,	it	is	evident	that	an	accountant’s	practice	
management	systems	serve	a	very	similar	purpose	as	an	ERP.	By	examining	practice	
management	system	from	the	perspective	of	ERP	systems,	this	study	fulfils	the	call	for	
industry-specific	research	into	the	merits	of	cloud-based	ERP	by	Grubisic	(2014).	
The	role	of	an	enterprise	resource	planning	(ERP)	system	is	to	establish	information	links	
between	the	various	activities	of	a	business	(such	as	human	resource,	finance,	
manufacturing,	client	relationships	and	supply	chain),	such	that	decision	makers	have	access	
to	better	and	more	complete	information	to	make	more	informed	decisions	(Shukla,	
Agarwal,	&	Shukla,	2012).	Likewise,	for	practice	management	systems,	a	similar	set	of	
comprehensive	functions	is	provided.	Based	on	the	observations	from	Xero	Practice	
Manager,	CCH	iFirm,	MYOB	Accountants’	Office	and	APS	Advance,	the	typical	features	that	
are	provided	in	practice	management	system	include:	document	management,	job	
management,	client	management,	timesheet	management,	staff	management,	and	
integration	between	clients’	accounting	files	with	the	accountant’s.	The	last	aspect	had	
already	been	discussed	in	the	previous	section	as	interorganisational	systems.		
As	existing	literature	had	highlighted	the	potential	for	very	high	synergy	between	ERP	
systems	and	cloud	computing,	cloud-based	practice	management	systems	have	potential	to	
improve	an	accounting	firm’s	operation.	The	delivery	ERP	system	via	cloud	represents	the	
best	of	both	worlds:	businesses	can	exploit	the	benefits	of	an	ERP	system	without	the	
burden	of	investment	and	cost.	While	traditional	ERP	systems	(maintained	in-house	by	the	
business	users)	provided	very	clear	benefits	in	terms	of	reduced	costs,	increased	revenue	
opportunities	and	efficiency	improvements	(Shukla	et	al.,	2012),	the	cost	of	acquiring,	
implementing	and	maintaining	such	system	is	burdensome	to	large	businesses,	and	
prohibitive	to	smaller	ones	(Grubisic,	2014).	Cloud	computing,	on	the	other	hand,	allows	
businesses	to	use	IT	resources	in	a	much	more	flexible	manner,	with	minimal	initial	
investment,	and	pay	for	only	what	they	use	(Armbrust	et	al.,	2010).		
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 Competitive	advantage	of	Cloud	Software	
Competitive	advantage	refers	to	the	situation	when	a	firm	“[implements]	a	value	creating	
strategy	[that	is]	not	simultaneously	being	implemented	by	any	current	or	potential	
competitors”	(Barney,	1991,	p.	102).	The	IS	literature	had	recognised	that	adopting	and	
using	information	systems	may	create	significant	benefits	to	the	adopter	business,	such	as	
efficiency	improvements,	strengthening	of	bargaining	power	or	product	differentiation	
(Bakos	&	Treacy,	1986;	Clemons,	1986;	Zhang	&	Lado,	2001).	However,	these	benefits	often	
do	not	translate	into	competitive	advantages,	and	it	is	even	debatable	whether	information	
system	creates	any	competitive	advantage	at	all	(Clemons,	1986;	Mata,	Fuerst,	&	Barney,	
1995;	Zhang	&	Lado,	2001).	
Resource	based	view	is	a	useful	theory	to	understand	how	information	systems	create	
competitive	advantage,	as	it	is	commonly	regarded	as	one	of	the	most	powerful	theories	in	
explaining	organisational	relationships	(Barney,	Ketchen,	&	Wright,	2011).	The	resource	
based	view	presumes	that	a	business	is	a	collection	of	resources,	and	the	resources	can	
create	competitive	disadvantage,	competitive	parity,	temporary	competitive	advantage	or	
sustained	competitive	advantage	for	the	business.	Sustained	competitive	advantage	is	
regarded	as	the	most	advantageous	position	for	a	firm,	where	it	possesses	resources	that	
are	valuable,	rare,	inimitable	and	strategically	non-substitutable	(Barney,	1991;	Mata	et	al.,	
1995).	
This	section	attempts	to	explore	how	cloud-based	accounting	software	offered	to	clients	
provides	competitive	advantages	for	accounting	firms,	and	how	such	competitive	advantage	
may	drive	adoption.		
	
9.2.1 Value	
Value	is	a	necessary	but	insufficient	condition	for	creating	competitive	advantage.	A	
resource	is	deemed	valuable	when	it	is	capable	of	improving	the	business’	operational	
efficiency,	reduce	cost	or	differentiate	products	(Bakos	&	Treacy,	1986;	Mata	et	al.,	1995).		
Adoption	of	cloud-based	accounting	software	for	clients’	use	provides	clear	benefits	in	
terms	of	efficiency.	Clients’	accounting	transactions	can	be	viewed	as	raw	materials	for	
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accountants,	as	the	higher-level	advisory	and	consultancy	services	critically	depend	on	the	
availability	and	quality	of	accounting	data.	Adopting	such	cloud-based	software	allows	
accountants	to	“export”	the	work	of	bookkeeping	and	data-entry	to	their	clients,	as	the	
software	is	easy	enough	for	the	latter	to	perform	their	own	bookkeeping	with	very	little	
assistance	from	accountants	(Johnston	&	Vitale,	1988).	This,	in	turn	reduces	the	cost	for	
accountants	to	acquire	their	clients’	financial	records,	and	can	potentially	offer	reduced	fees	
for	clients,	and	less	time	spent	on	these	low-value	activities.		
In	addition,	the	adoption	of	cloud-based	software	also	provides	efficiency	improvements	to	
the	accountants	themselves.	As	the	cloud-based	system	is	designed	to	provide	a	single	data	
storage	that	can	be	accessed	on	a	real-time	basis	by	multiple	parties,	accountants	are	
provided	with	better	data	to	analyse	their	clients’	financial	performance,	and	improved	
response	to	clients’	specific	needs.	This	is	corroborated	by	the	interviewees,	who	had	
identified	the	benefits	in	terms	of	faster	end-of-year	accounts	preparation	and	being	able	to	
check	the	accuracy	of	their	clients’	accounting	entries	more	easily.	
Similarly,	cloud-based	accounting	software	offers	some	degree	of	product	differentiation,	
which	gives	accountants	significant	scope	to	add	value	in	their	client-accountant	
relationship.	While	cloud-based	systems	are	initially	perceived	as	terminators	of	accounting,	
all	respondents	in	this	study	recognised	that	software	like	Xero	are	powerful	tools	to	
improve	the	quality	and	scope	of	their	service.	Cloud-based	accounting	software	allows	
accountants	to	monitor	the	clients’	financial	health	and	identify	risks	much	earlier.	
Accountants	can	also	utilise	the	vast	array	of	Xero	addons	that	are	available,	potentially	
providing	more	features	for	the	client	and	further	improving	the	accountant’s	own	
efficiency	by	substituting	business	processes	and	tools	with	addons.	Accountants	can	also	
use	their	knowledge	of	clients’	financial	status	to	recommend	and	provide	services	that	
better	meet	the	clients’	needs	at	any	given	time.		
In	summary,	based	on	the	results,	cloud-based	accounting	software	that	are	adopted	for	
clients’	use	produces	clear	benefits	for	the	accountant	in	terms	of	improved	efficiency	
through	interorganisational	communication	and	improved	service	quality	(like	real-time	
reporting).		
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9.2.2 Rarity	
In	order	for	any	competitive	advantage	to	arise,	a	firm’s	valuable	resource	must	be	
heterogeneous.	If	the	resource	is	available	to	the	firm’s	competitors,	everyone	would	utilise	
the	resource	in	the	same	manner	and	derive	the	same	level	of	benefit,	which	negates	any	
advantage	the	business	may	have	against	its	peers	(Barney,	1991;	Mata	et	al.,	1995).	A	
resource	becomes	rare	when	not	all	competitors	in	the	industry	have	equal	access	to	it.	
The	extent	of	resource	heterogeneity	for	cloud-based	accounting	software	appears	to	be	
very	limited.	Cloud-based	software	is	developed	and	marketed	by	an	independent	third	
party	(such	as	Xero),	which	means	that	all	accounting	firms	have	equal	access	to	the	
software,	and	any	accounting	firm	can	choose	to	offer	software	like	Xero	to	its	clients.	
Moreover,	since	cloud	computing	is	designed	to	require	low	initial	investment	and	
maintenance	compared	to	traditional	systems,	the	barriers	of	financial	resource	and	
specialised	knowledge	is	virtually	non-existent.	This	is	illustrated	by	Firm	E’s	experience,	
who	was	able	to	adopt	Xero	three	years	after	its	competitors,	and	not	substantially	
disadvantaged	in	terms	of	access	or	benefits.	
Hence,	according	to	the	resource	based	view,	cloud-based	accounting	software	for	clients	is	
a	competitive	parity,	which	explains	the	near-ubiquitous	adoption	rates	of	cloud-based	
accounting	software.	Due	to	the	fact	that	the	resource	(cloud-based	accounting	system)	can	
be	adopted	and	utilised	by	all	firms	in	the	same	manner,	all	firms	are	able	to	improve	their	
efficiency	and	effectiveness	in	the	same	manner	and	to	the	same	extent	(Barney,	1991).	In	
other	words,	accountants	would	not	obtain	any	advantage	over	its	competitors	by	adopting	
cloud-based	accounting	software;	but	not	adopting	the	cloud	would	result	in	a	disadvantage	
compared	to	its	peers.	As	a	result,	it	would	be	in	every	accounting	firm’s	best	interest	to	
offer	cloud-based	accounting	software,	as	it	increases	the	firm’s	chance	of	economic	
survival	(Porter,	1980,	as	cited	in	Barney,	1991).	
Once	the	adoption	of	cloud-based	accounting	software	reaches	critical	mass,	the	remaining	
non-adopters	would	face	institutional	pressure.	Actions	undertaken	by	other	organisations	
creates	institutional	pressure	for	the	firm	to	conform,	especially	during	periods	of	
uncertainty	(Ang	&	Cummings,	1997;	Loh	&	Venkatraman,	1992).	In	the	context	of	cloud	
computing,	the	benefits	derived	by	early	adopters	would	likely	to	motivate	other	accounting	
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firms	to	follow	suit.	Alternatively,	the	promotion	of	cloud-based	accounting	software	by	the	
accounting	firm	may	contribute	positively	to	the	firm’s	image,	where	the	availability	of	cloud	
computing	may	be	perceived	by	clients	as	state-of-art	(Johnston	&	Vitale,	1988).	For	
example,	Mehrtens	et	al.	(2001)	noted	that	the	effects	of	firm	image	perceived	by	
customers	towards	the	firm’s	intention	to	adopt	the	internet	was	substantial.	
	
9.2.3 The	Earthquake	Effect	
The	Christchurch	earthquake	is	an	important	intervening	factor,	as	it	alters	the	economic	
structure	considerably.	The	Christchurch	rebuild	had	significantly	increased	the	demand	for	
construction-related	activities,	which	saw	an	increase	of	both	the	number	and	the	size	of	
construction	firms	and	contractors.	This	would	inevitably	leads	to	these	construction	firms	
comprising	a	larger	proportion	of	the	accountants’	total	clients.	As	Firm	F	asserts,	the	
construction	sector	is	particularly	suited	to	cloud-based	software,	due	to	the	fact	that	
construction	work	are	field-based	(hence,	data	mobility	becoming	a	major	concern),	and	
that	most	construction	clients	lack	IT	or	accounting	knowledge	(which	makes	Xero’s	ease	of	
use	and	low	maintenance	particularly	valuable).	As	a	result,	in	order	for	the	accountants	to	
capture	these	new	and	expanded	businesses,	there	is	strong	motivation	for	them	to	adopt	
cloud-based	accounting	software.		
	
	
 Implications	of	cloud	“paradigm”	for	Accountants	
Critics	such	as	Fulford	(1999)	expressed	disdain	towards	the	word	“paradigm”,	for	the	word	
is	generally	used	to	grossly	overstate	the	importance	or	misstate	the	nature	of	a	
phenomenon.	Yet,	cloud	computing	had	been	described	by	countless	authors	as	a	paradigm-
shifting	innovation	(Grubisic,	2014;	Gupta	et	al.,	2013;	Low	et	al.,	2011;	Marston	et	al.,	2011;	
PwC,	2011).	The	question	of	whether	cloud	computing	really	has	a	profound	impact	on	the	
businesses	that	warrants	the	label	of	“paradigm-shifting”	varies	considerably	between	
industries	(Grubisic,	2014).	This	study	shows	that,	for	the	accounting	industry,	cloud	
computing	has	a	very	strong	potential	to	become	a	paradigm-shifting	innovation.	
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While	some	accountants	may	perceive	cloud-based	accounting	software	to	be	a	threat,	
accounting	software	is	really	redefining	the	core	competencies	of	an	accounting	firm.	The	
main	activities	of	accounting	firms	typically	consist	of	a	mixture	of	transactional	accounting	
(bookkeeping),	compliance-related	tasks	(financial	and	tax	reporting)	and	advisory	activities	
(tax	advice,	business	development).	The	status	quo	of	accountancy	services	before	cloud	
computing	(the	old	paradigm),	as	described	by	Firm	D,	is	one	where	accountants	typically	
spend	a	substantial	portion	of	their	time	and	effort	on	the	compliance	activities.		
Where	cloud	computing	does	shatter	the	paradigm	is	the	rapid	de-emphasis	(and	to	a	
certain	extent,	trivialise)	the	transactional	aspect.	Under	the	new	accounting	“paradigm”,	
the	bookkeeping	is	almost	entirely	perfomed	by	the	business	clients	themselves.	To	this	end,	
the	characteristics	of	cloud	computing	greatly	assist	the	accountants	in	providing	their	
specialised	knowledge.	The	collaboration	benefits	as	a	result	of	one-ledger	system	allow	
accountants	to	gain	access	to	their	clients’	latest	financial	data,	and	to	provide	much	more	
timely	and	relevant	advice.	The	ease	of	use	and	access	allows	accountants	to	design	IT	
workflow	that	are	of	much	better	fit	with	the	clients’	requirements;	an	example	is	the	highly	
mobile	nature	of	construction	businesses.	Not	having	to	prepare	the	accounts	for	their	
clients	also	reduces	the	accountants’	workload,	allowing	them	to	complete	their	services	
much	more	quickly.		
Although	cloud-based	accounting	would	virtually	eliminate	transactional	accounting	entirely,	
which	comprised	a	considerable	portion	of	an	accountant’s	service	line	or	revenue,	an	
accountant	cannot	realistically	expect	to	thrive	on	handling	accounting	transactions	alone.	
As	discussed	before,	competitive	advantage	arises	only	when	the	firm’s	resource	is	non-
imitable;	and	resources	that	are	imitable	can	only	amount	to	a	competitive	parity	(Mata	et	
al.,	1995).	Transactional	accounting	work	is	not	a	“competitive	advantage”,	due	to	the	fact	
that	knowledge	and	skills	in	bookkeeping	and	preparing	reports	can	be	acquired	by	(quite	
literally)	anyone,	such	as	high	school	and	university	students	(Krell,	2011).	The	emergence	of	
accounting	software	(cloud-based	or	otherwise)	makes	no	change	whatsoever	to	the	
competitive	parity	nature	of	the	work,	except	that	accountants	now	face	an	additional	
source	of	competitive	pressure:	the	new	cloud-based	accounting	software	is	so	easy	to	use	
that	non-accounting	professionals	previously	with	simple	bookkeeping	needs	can	potentially	
bypass	the	accountant,	and	use	software	like	Xero	directly.	
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What	cloud	computing	does,	instead,	is	highlighting	the	accountants’	true	competitive	
advantage	by	raising	the	competitive	parity.	The	value	of	accountancy	work	lies	in	the	ability	
for	the	accountants	to	translate	theories	and	principles	into	outcomes	and	results,	which	is	
a	unique	resource.	For	example,	professional	judgement	is	a	crucial	skill	for	accountants	and	
auditors,	but	“good”	professional	judgement	that	is	free	from	bias	or	misunderstanding	can	
only	be	developed	through	a	combination	of	talent,	experience,	learning	and	conscious	
reflection	(KPMG	LLP,	2013).	Suffice	to	say,	advisory-based	services	require	skills	that	cannot	
be	taught	easily	(such	as	professional	judgement),	and	the	level	of	mastery	varies	
enormously	between	individuals	with	different	levels	of	experience,	specialised	skills,	
aptitudes	and	accountant-client	relationships.	
In	summary,	cloud-based	accounting	software	does	not	put	an	end	to	accounting;	it	
reshapes	what	accounting	is.	Cloud-based	software	like	Xero	should	not	“steal”	work	from	
accountants,	as	it	merely	automates	an	activity	that	is	already	highly	structured,	easily	
obtainable,	and	of	little	strategic	value	to	accountants.	It	does,	however,	place	substantial	
pressure	for	accountants	to	develop	on	their	own	core	competency	beyond	recording	
accounts	and	preparing	reports.	Cloud	computing	rewards	accountants	with	innovative	
ways	to	work	with	their	clients,	while	at	the	same	time	punishes	those	that	resist	this	trend	
by	reduced	fees	and	business	opportunities.	
	
 Cloud-based	ERP	for	accountants	
In	spite	of	the	synergy	between	cloud	computing	and	ERP	system	described	earlier,	cloud-
based	practice	management	systems	remains	a	hard	sell.	More	importantly,	the	decisions	
and	outcomes	of	adopting	a	cloud-based	practice	management	system	vary	considerably	
between	the	case	firms.	This	section	attempts	to	explore	the	state	of	cloud-based	practice	
management	systems	by	drawing	on	some	cloud-based	ERP	research,	and	identify	the	
missing	link	between	the	theory	and	practice.	
In	terms	of	cloud-based	practice	management	systems,	the	relevant	questions	are:		
• What	are	the	differences	between	adopters	and	non-adopters	of	cloud-based	
practice	management	system?	
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• What	do	the	results	indicate	regarding	the	feasibility	of	cloud-based	practice	
management	system?	
	
9.4.1 Adopters	
Ready	adopters	are	characterised	by	high	levels	of	perceived	benefits,	organisational	
readiness	and	environmental	pressure.	In	this	study,	Firms	A	and	C	had	benefited	from	the	
reduction	of	resources	spent	on	maintaining	their	software	and	gains	in	flexibility.	The	cloud	
systems	allowed	the	it	to	free	up	their	resources	in	order	to	invest	in	more	productive	areas	
at	the	same	time	(Benlian	&	Hess,	2011),	which	was	crucial	given	their	shortage	of	resources.		
External	influence	was	the	other	prominent	factor	that	led	to	the	adoption	of	cloud-based	
practice	management	system.	Firm	C	had	experienced	arguably	the	strongest	pressure,	
since	it	was	somewhat	coerced	into	adopting	the	cloud	system	as	a	result	of	lack	of	viable	
non-cloud	alternatives,	and	the	loss	of	existing	practice	management	system	due	to	vendor	
dropping	support	for	that	system.	On	the	other	hand,	the	influence	of	Firm	A	was	somewhat	
more	positive,	as	the	decision	to	adopt	arose	from	the	firm’s	expertise	gained	from	
providing	Xero	and	WorkflowMax	to	their	clients,	and	the	close	relationship	with	the	vendor	
as	a	result.	
In	the	organisational	readiness	department,	the	two	firms	were	the	smallest	in	the	cases	
studied.	This	resulted	in	a	relatively	simple	management	structure,	which	allowed	them	to	
make	decisions	and	implement	the	new	more	quickly	than	their	larger	counterparts.		
In	summary,	while	the	synergy	between	cloud	computing	and	ERP	systems	are	not	
universally	applicable,	the	anecdotal	evidence	provided	by	Firms	A	and	C	does	indicate	that	
there	is	potential	for	practice	management	systems	to	become	cloud-based.		
	
9.4.2 Non-Adopter:	Reasons	for	Non-Adoption	
This	section	explains	why	the	success	factors	did	not	apply	to	Firms	B,	D	and	F.	Firm	E	is	
excluded	from	this	discussion,	as	it	is	unable	to	adopt	cloud-based	practice	management	
system	due	to	circumstances	outside	its	control.	In	this	study,	the	non-adopting	firms	are	
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larger	in	size,	motivated	by	a	different	set	of	benefits	and	have	relatively	more	opportunities	
due	to	the	fact	that	they	possess	relatively	more	resources.	
Firms	B	and	D	rejected	cloud-based	practice	management	systems	as	a	viable	option,	since	
they	perceived	cloud-based	alternatives	were	too	simplistic	in	terms	of	features	and	
customisability	for	their	needs.	Firm	B	could	not	adopt	the	cloud-based	alternative,	due	to	
the	need	for	more	complex	functions	to	service	certain	clients	(such	as	consolidation	of	
overseas	subsidiaries).	Firm	D,	on	the	other	hand,	saw	a	fundamental	mismatch	in	terms	of	
the	features,	customisation	and	robustness	that	the	cloud-based	systems	offer,	versus	the	
level	that	is	deemed	appropriate	by	the	firm.	Similarly,	the	cloud	service	provider’s	server	
infrastructure	and	the	internet	could	not	handle	the	volume	of	data	transmission	for	Firm	F,	
which	further	suggests	that	the	existing	cloud	solutions	are	not	explicitly	designed	to	
withstand	the	access	requirements	of	medium	to	large	firms.	The	perceived	simplicity	may,	
in	fact,	be	due	to	the	fact	that	the	cloud	service	providers	are	intentionally	focusing	on	
capturing	the	smaller	accounting	firms.		
A	likely	explanation	for	the	lack	of	cloud-based	solutions	for	the	large	firms	is	the	
competitive	pressure	from	traditional	outsourcing.	Traditional	outsourcing	and	cloud-based	
outsourcing	are	extremely	similar,	save	for	one	technical	detail.	Cloud-based	outsourcing	
relies	on	the	“cloud”	of	servers	across	the	world,	while	traditional	IT	outsourcing	providers	
keep	their	servers	on	premise.	The	only	differences	are	that	cloud-based	outsourcing	can	
mobilise	much	more	computing	resources	to	its	users	at	any	given	time,	therefore	allowing	
for	large	fluctuations	in	resource	usage	pattern;	as	well	as	allowing	businesses	to	deploy	
their	IT	infrastructure	rapidly	through	the	use	of	SaaS	and	PaaS	(Armbrust	et	al.,	2010;	
Marston	et	al.,	2011).		
The	newly	established	cloud-based	systems	must	compete	fiercely	with	the	more	
established	traditional	outsourcing	solutions	in	an	area	where	seasonality	or	volatile	
resource	usage	does	not	appear	to	be	a	major	concern	to	the	users	(indicated	by	the	lack	of	
mentioning	by	accountants).	Effectively,	traditional	outsourcing	acts	as	a	“best	of	both	
worlds”	approach	that	allows	large	firms	to	enjoy	the	same	benefits	as	small	firms	with	
cloud-based	alternatives	would.	In	this	study,	Firm	D	outsourced	its	practice	management	
server	system	to	a	local	IT	provider.	The	benefits	of	the	outsourcing	arrangement	derived	by	
102	
Firm	D	were	very	similar	to	those	of	the	adopters	of	cloud-based	practice	management	
system,	including	relief	from	the	effort	and	expense	of	maintaining	an	in-house	IT	system,	
competitive	flat-rate	cost	for	server	space	rental,	and	additional	safeguards	against	disasters.	
Moreover,	traditional	outsourcing	provides	reassurance	over	the	geo-political	location	in	
which	the	data	was	stored,	which	potentially	avoids	jurisdiction	disputes	(Yazn	et	al.,	2013).	
Much	of	the	growth	of	cloud-based	practice	management	systems	can	be	attributed	to	the	
Christchurch	earthquake,	which	gave	rise	to	the	need	for	businesses	to	safeguard	their	IT	
systems	against	natural	disasters.	As	Firm	F	attests,	the	interest	in	cloud-based	software	had	
risen	significantly	immediately	following	the	earthquake,	due	to	fact	that	the	earthquake	
rendered	most	businesses	in	the	central	city	unable	to	access	their	business	data,	and	
created	substantial	interruption	to	their	business	for	up	to	months.	In	comparison,	cloud	
computing	provides	an	easy	solution,	as	cloud	service	provider	can	provide	data	protection	
and	disaster	recovery	functions	reliably	and	at	a	much	lower	cost	than	if	the	information	
system	is	managed	internally	(Kynetix	Technology	Group,	2009).	Alternatively,	the	ability	to	
deploy	rapidly	with	minimal	initial	investment	is	also	attractive	to	the	businesses	that	are	
seeking	to	re-establish	their	IT	systems.	
Firm	F	is	the	one	such	example:	a	main	motivator	for	adopting	cloud-based	practice	
management	system	was	due	to	the	fact	that	the	existing	server	was	lost	to	the	earthquake.	
For	those	firms	that	have	lost	their	IT	infrastructure	to	the	earthquake,	the	decision	to	adopt	
cloud	computing	becomes	a	“green	field	adoption”	one	as	opposed	to	a	replacement	one	
(Benlian	&	Hess,	2011).	The	lower	investment	and	cost	of	cloud-based	systems	compared	to	
traditional	systems	are	especially	appealing	to	“green	field”	businesses,	due	to	their	
immediate	need	for	IT	systems.	Also,	since	they	tend	to	relocate	frequently	between	
temporary	office	locations,	having	their	information	system	that	is	not	tethered	to	a	server	
makes	it	easier	and	less	expensive	to	move	between	premises	and	keeping	the	business	
process	running.	The	notion	of	green	field	adoption	also	applies	to	Firm	C,	as	their	existing	IT	
system	is	facing	technical	obsolescence.	
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Using	a	multiple	case	study	design,	this	study	has	provided	an	exploratory	perspective	of	the	
role	of	cloud	computing	in	the	accounting	industry.	This	study	has	defined	cloud	computing	
in	terms	of	the	functions	of	the	IT	configuration.	The	results	show	that	the	notion	of	cloud	
computing	actually	consists	of	two	types	of	configurations	that	are	used	for	different	
purpose,	and	the	two	types	vary	drastically	in	terms	of	extent	of	adoption.		
This	chapter	concludes	the	study	by	referring	back	to	the	research	questions	that	were	
posed	in	the	beginning	of	the	research,	followed	by	the	contributions	to	the	literature.	The	
implications	of	this	research	to	practice	are	discussed,	as	well	as	the	potential	limitations.	
Finally,	the	future	directions	for	research	are	outlined.	
	
 Research	Question	Revisited	
RQ1:	what	role	does	cloud	computing	play	in	the	professional	accounting	services	industry,	
and	in	which	ways	do	they	differ	from	each	other?		
For	professional	accounting	firms,	cloud	computing	is	applied	to	the	firms’	information	
system	in	two	ways.	As	a	piece	of	accounting	software,	cloud	computing	facilitates	
interorganisational	communication	between	the	accountant	and	the	client,	which	reinforces	
the	relationship	between	them.	Alternatively,	as	an	ERP	system,	cloud	computing	provides	
an	inexpensive	yet	disaster-resilient	solution	for	accounting	firm’s	practice	management.	
However,	there	is	a	remarkable	difference	between	the	two	cloud	implementations	in	terms	
of	the	accounting	firms’	willingness	to	adopt	them.	
The	adoption	of	cloud	based	accounting	software	by	accounting	firms	is	almost	universal,	
due	to	the	substantial	potential	in	supporting	the	firms’	primary	operations.	As	an	
information-based	industry,	accountants	rely	on	complete,	accurate	and	timely	information	
from	their	clients	in	order	to	provide	the	appropriate	advisory	services	to	them.	Cloud-based	
accounting	applications	streamline	the	process	of	acquiring	information.	Because	the	cloud-
based	accounting	applications	are	easier	to	use,	clients	can	maintain	their	own	accounting	
records	on	an	ongoing	basis.	Also,	the	flexibility	of	access	allows	accountants	to	access	the	
most	recent	accounting	data	with	minimal	effort	and	delay.	The	resulting	benefit	is	mutual.	
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Accountants	are	able	to	thrive	by	providing	services	to	their	clients	that	are	more	relevant,	
and	clients	benefit	from	better	the	information	and	advices	from	their	accountants	
regarding	their	growth	strategy.	
On	the	other	hand,	cloud-based	practice	management	systems,	which	are	an	adaptation	of	
cloud-based	ERP	systems	tailored	to	accountants,	are	still	struggling	to	establish	their	
market	presence.	The	current	offerings	of	cloud-based	practice	management	systems	are	
focused	on	the	small	accounting	firm	demographics,	and	are	lagging	behind	in	terms	of	
robustness	and	features	compared	to	their	desktop-based	counterparts.	However,	cloud-
based	ERP	systems	are	far	from	being	mature.	This	study	supports	the	view	that	cloud	
computing	can,	in	fact,	add	significant	value	and	market	share	to	the	practice	management	
systems,	and	ERP	systems	in	general.		
	
RQ2:	Why	do	accounting	firms	choose	to	adopt	cloud-based	software	solutions	for	their	
business,	and	for	their	clients?	What	are	the	factors	that	motivated	or	discouraged	the	
adoption	of	“cloud	computing”?	
Accountants	adopt	cloud-based	accounting	software	applications	because	they	are	easier	to	
use	by	non-accounting	professionals	(i.e.	their	clients),	and	they	drastically	reduce	time	and	
effort	required	for	accountants	to	obtain	their	clients’	financial	data.	As	a	result,	cloud	
computing	provides	a	more	efficient	and	effective	method	of	collaboration	between	
accountants	and	their	clients.	It	is	worth	noting	that	the	perceived	benefit	of	the	software	is	
of	an	interorganisational	nature.	In	many	cases,	accountants	adopt	cloud-based	accounting	
software	because	it	provides	benefits	to	their	clients.	
Alternatively,	from	the	strategic	management	perspective,	cloud-based	accounting	software	
represents	a	competitive	parity.	In	other	words,	cloud-based	accounting	software	is	a	
necessity	to	maintain	competitiveness	with	its	competitors,	which	creates	a	greater	urgency	
for	non-adopters	to	catch	up.	This	creates	a	strong	competitive	pressure	for	accountants	to	
adopt	the	software,	as	the	non-adopters	would	be	disadvantaged.	The	accountants’	image	
and	perceived	technical	expertise	may	also	be	affected	by	adopting	cloud	software,	due	to	
the	fact	that	software	like	Xero	may	be	considered	standard.	
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Accounting	firms	that	possess	a	higher	level	of	IT	expertise	via	its	employees	and	partners	
are	likely	to	adopt	cloud-based	accounting	software	earlier	and	explore	the	features	more	
thoroughly	than	those	that	do	not.	Active	championing	by	the	partner	is	particularly	
important	in	accelerating	the	adoption	of	cloud-based	accounting	software,	and	this	is	not	
necessarily	linked	with	firm	size.	
On	the	other	hand,	in	terms	of	practice	management	systems,	the	cloud-based	alternatives	
provide	little	value	to	an	accounting	firm,	with	perhaps	the	exception	of	cost.	Small	
accounting	firms	may	find	cloud-based	solutions	to	be	an	adequate	solution,	due	to	the	fact	
that	cloud-based	solutions	requires	less	financial	and	human	resource	to	implement	and	
maintain.	However,	the	lack	of	features	and	limitations	in	capacity	is	a	critical	drawback	for	
larger	firms.		
	
RQ3:	What	are	the	perceptions	of	accountants	towards	the	cloud	computing	paradigm?	
What	are	the	likely	implications	of	cloud	computing	on	accountants?	
The	cloud-based	accounting	software	applications	have	immense	potential	to	automate	and	
export	work	that	is	related	to	transactional	bookkeeping.	This	may	alter	the	business	model	
of	accounting	firms	drastically.	Cloud-based	applications	like	Xero	make	it	much	easier	for	
the	non-accounting	professionals	to	maintain	their	own	accounting	records	efficiently	and	
autonomously.	As	a	result,	these	applications	would	cannibalise	the	demand	for	
bookkeeping,	and	possibly	eliminate	a	considerable	portion	of	work	for	accountants.	As	a	
result,	accountants	would	be	forced	to	develop	their	core	competency	or	competitive	
advantage	in	order	to	compensate	for	the	lost	income	sources.		
From	an	industry-wide	perspective,	cloud-based	accounting	software	does	not	necessarily	
change	the	industry	itself.	Transactional	accounting	is	not	an	accountant’s	core	competency	
or	competitive	advantage,	which	means	that	services	such	as	advisory,	auditing	and	
compliance	consulting	are	unaffected	by	the	cloud.	However,	as	more	accountants	seek	to	
improve	their	non-transactional	services,	the	accounting	industry	is	expected	to	be	much	
more	competitive.	
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 Contributions	to	Literature	
This	study	had	identified	an	issue	in	the	prior	cloud	computing	adoption	literature,	in	that	
the	concept	of	“cloud	computing”	is	not	fully	explored.	This	issue	arises	from	(i)	the	
ambiguity	and	the	flexibility	of	cloud	computing	“paradigm”	itself,	and	(ii)	the	fact	that	
business	environments	generally	vary	significantly	among	different	industries.	This	study	
contributes	to	the	literature	in	three	important	ways:	an	industry-specific	empirical	
investigation	into	the	cloud	computing	adoption;	a	definition	of	cloud	computing	in	terms	of	
its	purported	use;	and	an	attempt	to	synthesise	IS	adoption	literature	with	the	strategic	
implications	of	information	systems.		
By	focusing	on	the	accounting	industry	only,	this	study	provides	a	clearer	picture	regarding	
the	present	state	of	cloud	computing,	and	the	underlying	reason	behind	its	apparent	
popularity.	As	a	service	industry,	the	accounting	industry	does	not	have	a	substantial	supply	
chain,	and	accountancy-based	services	are	highly	homogeneous.	The	single-industry	
research	scope	also	acts	as	a	control,	where	every	case	firm	offers	a	similar	set	of	products,	
structures	their	businesses	in	a	similar	way,	competes	in	a	similar	way,	and	is	susceptible	to	
same	industry	pressure	in	similar	ways.	It	is	this	scope	that	allowed	the	study	to	find	that	
the	rationale	for	accountants	to	adopt	cloud	computing	differs	considerably	from	the	other	
industries.	
Furthermore,	this	study	grounds	the	concept	of	cloud	computing	in	terms	of	tangible,	
concrete	information	systems	that	leverage	the	characteristics	of	“cloud”	to	contribute	to	
the	firm.	More	specifically,	by	utilising	the	definitions	from	Clemons	(1986),	this	study	had	
differentiated	between	the	two	basic	types	of	cloud-based	information	systems:	cloud-
based	software	that	is	primarily	used	for	the	client’s	benefit,	and	the	ones	that	are	used	to	
support	the	accountants’	operational	efficiency.	Due	to	the	differences	in	the	roles	of	cloud-
enabled	information	systems,	the	cost	and	flexibility	benefits	afforded	by	cloud	computing	
have	very	different	impacts	on	the	effectiveness	of	the	cloud-enabled	systems,	and	the	
adoption	of	the	cloud-based	software	vary	significantly	as	a	result.		
Finally,	this	study	incorporates	the	strategic	management	theories	to	further	investigate	the	
wider,	industry-level	implications	of	cloud-based	software	for	the	accountants.	Most	of	the	
previous	studies	have	used	the	TOE	framework,	and	one	of	the	criticisms	with	that	
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framework	is	that	it	constrains	the	perspective	on	the	adopting	firm	and	its	immediate	
surroundings.	Combining	Iacovou’s	EDI	adoption	framework	with	the	resource-based	view	
views	the	accounting	firm	in	relation	to	its	clients	and	competitors,	and	the	strategic	
significance	of	cloud	computing	is	emphasised.		
	
 Implications	to	Practice	
From	an	accounting	practitioner’s	perspective,	the	cloud	computing	phenomenon	
represents	a	rapid	shift	in	the	role	and	the	business	model	of	accountants.	It	is	critical	for	an	
accounting	firm	to	have	expertise	with	cloud-based	accounting	software,	as	the	cloud-based	
software	provides	significant	boosts	to	the	efficiency	and	effectiveness	of	an	accountant’s	
services.	Accountants	that	neglect	cloud-based	software	may	find	it	difficult	to	compete	
against	the	adopters	of	the	cloud.	
In	addition,	the	presence	of	cloud-based	accounting	software	pushes	accountants	away	
from	the	role	of	report	preparers	and	bookkeepers,	and	towards	the	role	of	problem	solvers	
and	early	warning	for	their	clients.	The	transition	may	be	turbulent,	and	a	skill	gap	may	
emerge.	Since	the	problem	solving	services	are	highly	tailored	to	the	clients	and	their	
operating	environments,	accountants	are	required	to	possess	a	far	broader	skill	set	in	terms	
of	problem	solving	skills	and	flexibility	in	learning	abilities	in	order	to	be	able	to	resolve	a	
large	variety	of	problems.		
In	short,	accountants	in	the	cloud	computing	era	need	to	justify	the	purpose	of	accounting	
for	an	organisation,	and	how	accountancy	services	contribute	to	the	wellbeing	of	that	
organisation.	Although	it	is	difficult	to	speculate	the	future	outlook	for	accountants,	cloud	
computing	is	a	reminder	that	bookkeeping	is	only	a	small	proportion	of	accounting.	
	
 Limitations	of	Study	
It	is	important	to	note,	however,	that	all	research	designs	and	methods	involve	trade-offs	
between	the	breadth	and	volume	of	data,	and	the	details	that	can	be	extracted	from	each	
case.	The	limitations	associated	with	the	methods	chosen	for	this	study	should	be	taken	into	
account	when	interpreting	the	findings	of	this	study.		
108	
This	study	is	context	specific,	in	that	the	research	subjects	are	mostly	from	Christchurch,	and	
this	study	examined	professional	accounting	firms	only.	While	the	generalizability	of	this	
study	may	be	limited,	the	results	can	be	nevertheless	be	applied	to	other	professional	firms	
(such	as	lawyers	and	medical	practices)	and	service	firms	that	rely	on	a	high	level	of	client-
business	interaction	(such	as	design,	media,	IT	and	advertising	firms).	However,	care	should	
be	taken	when	generalising	the	results	of	this	study	across	to	other	industries,	as	the	factors	
for	those	industries	may	vary.	Examples	of	such	factors	include:	types	of	cloud-based	
software,	presence	of	regulations,	business	environment	(SWOT	within	the	industry)	and	
nature	of	work.		
Another	potential	limitation	is	the	unique	business	environment	surrounding	Christchurch.	
The	Christchurch	earthquake	saw	a	decline	of	business	activity	across	all	industries,	except	
for	the	construction-based	businesses	that	grew	due	to	the	rebuild.	As	a	result,	the	
composition	of	business	in	Christchurch	is	heavily	skewed	towards	construction-related	
activities	compared	to	other	cities	and	geographical	regions	in	New	Zealand	(and	to	a	
certain	extent,	rest	of	the	world).		
Finally,	the	interview	method	that	was	selected	for	data	collection	may	also	give	rise	to	
some	limitations.	The	interview	process	is	inherently	subjective	due	to	the	fact	that	people’s	
memories	are	imperfect	and	incomplete.	The	lack	of	rigid	structure	of	a	semi-structured	
interview	may	lead	to	the	researcher	misinterpreting	the	responses	based	on	his/her	
preconceived	ideas.	However,	the	incompleteness	of	people’s	memory	provides	an	
important	source	of	information.	The	interviewees	would	most	likely	to	remember	the	
factors	that	were	perceived	as	more	important,	and	this	provides	insights	into	the	relative	
weightings	of	the	factors	to	adopt	cloud	computing.	Moreover,	measures	are	undertaken	to	
mitigate	the	subjectivity	in	interpretation,	including:	voice	recording	the	interview	whenever	
possible	(and	with	the	permission	of	the	interviewee)	for	transcription,	and	providing	
interviewees	with	the	interview	summary	to	identify	any	material	deviations	from	their	
intended	meanings.	
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 Future	Research	Directions	
Being	an	under-researched	area,	this	research	had	uncovered	many	opportunities	of	
integration	between	cloud	adoption	and	the	relevant	IS	theories.	In	light	of	the	findings,	the	
future	opportunities	for	research	are	discussed	below:		
i) Future	research	can	further	establish,	identify	and	differentiate	between	the	various	
roles	of	cloud	computing.	The	concepts	of	internally-	and	externally-focused	
applications	are	antiquated,	since	the	paper	authored	by	Clemons	(1986)	was	
published	in	1986.	Significant	developments	in	both	technology	(such	as	internet	and	
social	media)	and	management	theory	(Resource	Based	View)	had	taken	place	since	
the	paper	was	published.	
ii) Future	research	can	interpret	the	adoption	of	cloud	computing	in	terms	of	the	
relevant	theories	pertaining	to	a	firm’s	value	creation	and	strategy.	Iacovou	et	al.	
(1995)	would	be	a	suitable	starting	point,	as	the	notion	of	perceived	benefit	can	be	
extended	to	incorporate	inter-organisational	benefits	and	competitive	advantages.	
Similarly,	outsourcing	theories	can	be	used	to	examine	firms’	reasons	for	favouring	
(or	rejecting)	cloud-based	solutions	for	internal	use.	
iii) As	Grubisic	(2014)	had	noted,	studies	of	cloud	computing	adoption	should	be	
industry-specific.	Future	research	can	examine	the	extent	of	cloud	computing	
adoption	in	other	industries,	and	compare	them	against	the	accounting	industry.	The	
comparison	between	the	accounting	industry	and	another	one	(such	as	advertising	
or	construction)	would	provide	important	insights	into	the	factors	that	motivated	the	
growth	of	cloud	computing.	
iv) The	contextual	limitations	identified	in	this	study	can	be	tested	by	conducting	similar	
studies	in	other	cities	or	countries.	Despite	the	unique	business	environment	in	post-
earthquake	Christchurch,	the	growth	of	cloud-based	accounting	software	like	Xero	is	
not	constrained	in	New	Zealand.	Studies	in	other	regions	would	reinforce	the	state	of	
cloud	computing	for	accountants.	
v) Future	research	can	consider	adopting	a	mixed	methods	approach,	where	the	details	
of	a	qualitative	study	would	be	complemented	by	the	breadth	of	data	provided	by	
quantitative	methods.		
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vi) Alternatively,	future	studies	can	take	a	more	qualitative	and	detailed	approach	by	
examining	the	dynamics	between	the	cloud	provider,	the	accountant	and	the	
accountant’s	clients.		
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1. Basic	firm	information:		
a. How	big	is	your	firm,	in	terms	of	employees?		
b. What	service	lines	does	your	firm	provide,	and	what	departments	do	you	
have?	
c. What	is	your	role	in	this	organisation?	
d. What	is	your	level	of	IT	proficiency?	
e. What	is	your	understanding	of	the	“cloud	computing”	phenomenon?	
	
2. Externally	Focused	Cloud	Computing:	Adoption	
a. What	cloud-based	software	do	you	offer	to	your	clients?	
b. When	did	you	start	adopting	the	said	cloud-based	packages?		
c. Why	did	your	firm	chose	to	adopt	cloud	computing?	What	would	be	the	most	
important	reasons	for	your	firm	to	adopt	cloud?	
d. Does	the	firm	offer	any	non-cloud	accounting	software?	What	are	they?	How	
much	emphasis	do	you	place	between	cloud	and	non-cloud	software?	
e. Evaluation:	
i. What	are	the	benefits	as	a	result	of	adopting	cloud-based	accounting	
software?	
ii. Were	there	any	unexpected	risks	or	surprises?		
iii. With	the	benefit	of	hindsight,	would	you	choose	cloud-based	software	
again?	
	
3. Internally	Focused	Cloud	Computing:		
a. What	software	do	you	use	for	practice	management?		
b. IF	USING	CLOUD:		
i. When	did	you	make	the	switch	to	cloud-based	practice	management	
systems?	
ii. What	systems	had	you	been	using	prior	to	migrating	to	the	cloud?		
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iii. Why	did	you	choose	to	adopt	cloud?	
What	other	alternatives	have	you	considered?		
c. IF	NOT	USING	CLOUD:		
i. Do	you	have	any	intentions	to	migrate	to	the	cloud?		
ii. Why/why	not?	
iii. What	changes	would	it	be	necessary	for	your	firm	to	adopt	cloud-
based	practice	management?	
d. Evaluation:		
i. What	benefits	have	you	gained	from	moving	your	practice	
management	systems	into	the	cloud?		
ii. Have	you	encountered	any	unexpected	risks	or	surprises?		
iii. With	the	benefit	of	hindsight,	would	you	choose	cloud-based	practice	
management	systems	again?	
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